Language acquisition researchers have often viewed children as 'mini-linguists,' attempting to infer abstract knowledge of language from exposure to their native language. From this perspective, the challenge of acquisition can seem so formidable that meeting it would appear to require that much of this knowledge must be built-in, as a language instinct or universal grammar. From this viewpoint, language acquisition is also disconnected from language processing, and from the acquisition of other learned perceptuo-motor or cognitive abilities. This paper explores a recent alternative viewpoint, the 'language-as-skill' framework, according to which the child's challenge is practical, not theoretical: the child learns to understand and produce the language from practicing conversational interactions. Language acquisition can thus be seen as a type of skill acquisition, using similar mechanisms to those involved in learning to ride a bicycle, play a musical instrument, or draw a picture; and the need to acquire knowledge of the abstract structure of language is dissolved. This perspective takes the pressure off biological adaptation as the primary driver of language evolution, emphasizing instead the cultural evolution of linguistic structure.
Corresponding author: Chater, Nick (Nick.Chater@wbs.ac.uk) 2018, 21:205-208 This review comes from a themed issue on The evolution of language Each of us spends a large fraction of our waking lives both producing and understanding language. Moreover, language processing requires acquiring a spectacular variety of skills, from the low-level mechanisms required to process relevant complex acoustic and/or visual input and create the articulatory gestures involved in producing speech of one's own, to the ability to deal simultaneously with multiple layers of linguistic structure (e.g. phonetics, phonemes, morphemes, syntax, semantics and pragmatics). Learning to express ourselves and interpret the communicative intentions of others through the tool of language is one of the major challenges facing the developing child.
Current Opinion in Behavioral Sciences
It seems natural to view our remarkable ability to acquire language as a challenge of skill learning, alongside learning to ride a bicycle, to draw, learning a style of dance, or to play a musical instrument. The challenge of learning a language is merely more multifaceted and complex. Yet for decades, many influential linguists and language acquisition researchers have argued that acquiring a language is not primarily a matter of learning a skill (e.g. [1] [2] [3] ). Instead, they view the challenge of acquisition not as a practical problem of learning how to use language effectively in, for example, everyday social interactions, but rather as a theoretical problem: to infer the grammar of the language from the available linguistic input that the child encounters from speakers of that language. The child is viewed as a 'mini-linguist,' attempting to piece together the correct grammar of the language to which she is exposed, by careful analysis of the available linguistic data. This presumed linguistic 'competence' is supposed to correspond to an abstract knowledge of the language; and the task of using this competence to conduct communicative exchanges is viewed as of secondary importance, a matter of 'mere' performance [1] . From this language-as-knowledge perspective, learning a language is primarily a theoretical enterprise rather than a form of skill acquisition [4] .
Recent developments across the language sciences strongly favor, we argue, a return to the intuitive language-as-skill, rather than the language-as-knowledge, viewpoint. Moreover, seeing language learning as continuous with other types of cognitive skills helps explain how language acquisition is possible in the first place -from both a developmental and evolutionary standpoint -and allows a reintegration of the language sciences.
The Now-or-Never bottleneck
Whether playing a piano duet, driving a car, playing soccer, or engaging in conversation, our brain must process and react rapidly to a continuous flow of information. But how is this possible, given the fleeting character of memory? Indeed, basic auditory [5, 6] and visual [7] information appears typically to be lost within 50-100 ms. Yet in a typical perceptuo-motor skill, we are faced with an onrushing stream of sensory information, where new information rapidly obliterates the old; and often we must generate a continuous stream of motor 
